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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Government minister advocates for inclusive transport
technologies
The government’s mobility minister Jesse Norman has called for
new transport technologies to be accessible to disabled and
older people to combat isolation and loneliness across the
country.

Local authorities awarded funding for digital social care
projects
The Local Government Association and NHS Digital have
announced the third wave of the Social Care Digital Innovation
Programme, which seeks to harness technology to improve
services. 

Blueprints for new Commons chamber to accommodate
wheelchair users
Published plans for a temporary House of Commons chamber
feature tip-up seating on the government and opposition front
benches that will enable wheelchair users to speak from behind
the dispatch box for the first time. 

Report highlights exclusion from health care technology
The Social Market Foundation think-tank has produced a report
that warns disabled people are at risk of being excluded from
the advances in the use of technology in medical interventions.

Technological developments and innovations

Lego announces new Braille bricks
Lego have introduced Braille bricks designed to help blind and
visually impaired children learn to read and write using the
tactile writing system.

Memory Lane supports older people to record recollections
The global consultancy Accenture has led a project to develop
artificial intelligence software that asks older people to recall
memories from their lives.

Entrepreneur develops open source AAC app
A software developer and entrepreneur has created a new open
source communication aid app that provides access to a range
of free content and reporting features to help users and their
families make the most of the software.

Brain interface helps paraplegics walk again
A project funded by the Brazilian government has helped two
patients with paraplegia to regain their ability to walk with the

Useful Events

Assistive Technology
in Neuro-rehabilitation

Thursday 18 July

Northampton Marriott
Hotel

A conference on the use of
technology in neurological
rehabilitation.
Find out more

Moving and Handling
People 2019

Wednesday 7 and
Thursday 8 August

Windsor

A CPD credited event for
health and social care
professionals.
Find out more
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used to stimulate the user s leg muscles.

Funding news

AFK mobility equipment
AFK is a charity that supports disabled children and young
people up to 26 years to develop their mobility, personal and
independent living skills. It supplies a variety of mobility
equipment not available through the NHS including powered,
manual and sports wheelchairs, walkers, trikes, scooters and
car seats.

One Big Day
Harrogate

Saturday 10 August

Yorkshire Event Centre,
Harrogate

An exhibition of the latest
wheelchair accessible
vehicles, scooters and
adapted cars.
Find out more

Closing comments from Clive

Technology is re-shaping accessible transport

Last month, the UK's mobility minister told a conference on self-driving vehicles that ‘new transport
solutions and technology should be geared strongly towards making life easier for people with
mobility issues. The comments echo the government's Inclusive Transport Strategy which was
unveiled last year with a pledge to make the public transport system fully accessible to disabled
people by 2030.

It is easy to take for granted how advances in transportation technologies have shaped how we
live. We can now cover ever greater distances in shorter spaces of time. From the advent of the
steam train in the nineteenth century, to the rapid growth of car ownership and air travel in the post
war period; the ability to move people and goods swiftly between locations has energised
economies, connected cultures, catalysed the expansion of towns and cities and allowed people to
visit the far flung corners of the globe with increasing ease.

But these momentous developments have often served to exacerbate to the effects of disability. As
with most technologies, the access needs of disabled and older people have usually been an
expensive afterthought at best. Exclusion from transport can all too easily morph into other types
exclusion, as communities have grown more geographically disbursed and ostensibly local
amenities draw away along with opportunities to learn, work and socialise.

Going places

The personal and public transportation sectors are finally starting to respond to the needs of
people who are often left out. In some cases, new technologies and business models are
beginning to challenge older modes of transport as global positioning systems and smarter street
technologies have made it possible to create more nimble and cost-effective solutions. 

For example, Uber and its rivals in digital taxi hailing are vying for the custom of disabled people
with specialist services tailored to different needs that are continually being redesigned to provide
better services. These range from dedicated features that make it easier to opt for a wheelchair-
accessible feature,  assistance with planning trips, to cashless transactions that remove the need
to handle money.

Smartphones transport and navigation apps are also becoming more sophisticated as artificial
intelligence and crowdsourcing information gathering techniques advance. A public transport app
developed by the city of Lyon uses real-time data to help people with mobility impairments make
their way around, including a feature that helps them to identify the most accessible itinerary with
level access and the shortest routes. Users can choose to receive “accessibility alerts” that let
them know about lift breakdowns or escalator repairs. The app also encourages people to report
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problems, allowing authorities to quickly track down faults using photographs and geolocation data
from the public. 

Some of the most promising innovations involve re-imagining existing services and facilities. The
city of Luxembourg has set out to refashion the local urban environment in a project underpinned
by the concept of Design for All, ushering in a raft of improvements that benefit everyone, including
audible signals at all street crossings, low-floor buses equipped with ramps and audio and visual
announcements on public transport. Barcelona has redesigned the ticket vending machine on the
city’s metro network based on strict accessibility criteria that incorporates an ergonomic device to
allow people in wheelchairs to purchase their own tickets more easily and help blind people
navigate the machines through audio and Braille. 

Automation and robotics are also expected to play an increasingly prominent role in our
transportation systems. Unmanned vehicles designed to shuttle pedestrians along pre-planned
routes are already being deployed. A number of companies are exploring how robotic perception
can be used to redesign pavements to optimise accessibility.  Lower body exoskeletons designed
to aid people with walking impairments are slowly arriving on the market and robotics firms have
speculated that it might be possible to build a robotic ramp that can be positioned on demand, for
example, on train station platforms.

A bumpy ride?

Of course, there is only so much technology can use to reform antiquated public transport systems
that often rely on centuries-old physical infrastructure. But these technologies do increase the
scope for creative solutions to stubborn problems. 

Some innovations are likely to get caught up in debates over the appropriate use of technology in
public spaces. Cutbacks to the number of customer service staff on the public transportation
networks are already a matter of concern for the public, especially for disabled travelers who may
require assistance. It is likely to be some time before it can be claimed with any credibility that a
robot might be capable of completely standing in for a human being. 

Possibly, the biggest challenge will be to make sure that the transport services of the future are
better at serving people with impairments than those of the past.  Technologies such as self-driving
cars and services such as Uber could play central roles in addressing accessibility barriers to
transport over the next few decades.  However, it is important that disabled and older people’s
needs are protected as transport technologies and business models continue to evolve and the
operators behind them come and go.

Clive Gilbert
dispATches editor
LinkedIn - Twitter - Facebook
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